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WELLBEING AND RESILIENCE: 
A GROUNDED THEORY USING A TRAUMA-INFORMED LENS FOR A HEALING-CENTERED PEACEBUILDING APPROACH 
INTRODUCTION
 
In many parts of the world, entire generations and nations 
live in chronic violence and have existed in survival mode 
for decades.  The exposure to violence has long-lasting 
effects which are not well accounted for in conflict analysis, 
stabilization efforts, peacebuilding and governance 
initiatives.  Extreme exposure to violence, abuse, neglect 
and marginalization negatively affects levels of resilience 
and the ability of affected nations to transition from war to 
peace.  Symptoms associated with trauma in individuals, 
influence all levels of society and aspects of governance and 
security, when large segments of a population are affected.  
There are three mainstream responses: the mental health 




A healing-centered peacebuilding approach refers to 
ways in which leaders, programs and organizations mitigate 
the impact of chronic violence, bringing trauma awareness, 
knowledge, and skills into their organizational cultures, 
practices, and policies. A healing-centered peacebuilding 
approach require fundamental changes in how systems are 
designed, organizations function, and practitioners engage 
with people, their communities, and their institutions. 
The approach  is strength-based and its key is interventions 
are not just about raising awareness but behavior change. 
Trauma is not only a consequence of violence, but a cause of 
instability. 
CONCLUSION
Violence and its adversity are one of our biggest threats: it 
impacts our global wellbeing, our behavior towards each 
other, our ability to learn and develop, and even the global 
economy. Taken to the extreme the resulting traumas 
from violence increases instability, poverty and all forms 
of extremism. Every violent act begins with a thought 
which is cognitively processed, yet, we ignore how trauma 
influences attitudes, behavior and choices.  Healing-
centered peacebuilding addresses trauma which fuels cycles 
of violence.
Healing-centered peacebuilding a starting point to help 
both individuals and communities identify the drivers of 
adversity which are relevant to them and their context, 
engage with lived experience, while developing programs 
and policies spanning a multiple of sectors including 
security, community peace mechanisms, the education 
system, health actors, and the criminal justice system.  It 
becomes a foundation for other stabilization, development, 
justice and governance initiatives in that it supports 
individuals and communities to come out of their survival 
“brains”.
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KEY DEFINITIONS
 
Chronic Violence is complex, long-term violence driving 
everyone affected into the “gray zone” moving away from 
the dualistic “black-or-white” views – of “perpetrators vs. 
victims” and “criminals vs. innocent citizens.” (Adams, 
2017, p. vxi) 
Trauma is defined by Dr. Gabor Mate as is not what 
happened to us but rather what happens within us, as a 
result of what previously happened to us. He called it the 
“loss of connection to oneself and to the present moment.” 
(2017) Thus, trauma is a brain injury impairing our ability 
to perceive self, others, our place in the world accurately 
because of what happened to us. 
Social Healing according to Judith Thompson, Ph.D. 
and James O’Dea, “is an evolving paradigm that seeks 
to transcend dysfunctional polarities that hold repetitive 
wounding in place. It views human transgressions not as a 
battle between the dualities of right and wrong or good and 
bad, but as an issue of wounding and healing (2011, p. 29) ).
Unaddressed trauma contributes to cycles of violence 
where victims hurt others out of their own victimhood 
(Botcharova, 1988).
METHODOLOGY
The study used grounded theory methodology within an 
action research framework to develop a new approach. The 
new approach gives a name to an approach not uncommon 
among peacebuilders dealing with the impacts of violence 
and trauma. Initially the research began the process by 
developing a system’s mapping process.
Grounded theory is a valid yet flexible methodology, 
developed to support with the development of applicable, 
illustrative theory/models grounded in real, observed 
data, it is an appropriate method for developing a theory 
around healing-centered peacebuilding because the practice 
already exists (see the QR code for examples from around 
the world), and grounded theory assisted the researcher 
to document the approach based on experience of  global 
practitioners. 
The sample size was 30 peacebuilding and trauma-informed 
practitioners, scholars, donors, and leaders in the field all 
working in different environments, different contexts and 
different fields around the world.
RESULTS
Key elements of the practice-based approach from 
the research included Inclusion, Customization and 
Contextualization, Breaking Cycles of Violence, Systems’ 
Thinking, and Trauma-Informed Tools. The approach 
consider mental distress to be a critical variable in violent 
conflict and instability. 
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